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THE TENNESSEE RURAL AFRICAN-AMERICAN CHURCH PROJECT 
AND CRAIGS CHAPEL AME ZION CHURCH OF LOUDON COUNTY 
For more than a century, the church has been 
recognized as the single most significant 
institution in African-American life. Because of 
the importance of these sacred places, many of 
which are associated with cemeteries and 
schools, a program was recently established to 
document the state's rural African-American 
churches. In the fall of 1997, the Center for 
Historic Preservation at Middle Tennessee State 
University with the assistance of the Tennessee 
Historical Commission and the Office of 
Sponsored Programs at MTSU, launched the 
Tennessee Rural African-American Church 
Project. 
The goals of the project were: 1) to bring 
together and establish a network of scholars, 
activists, and preservationists across the state 
who are interested in the history and preservation 
of rural African-American churches; 2) to 
conduct a statewide reconnaissance survey of 
extant African-American churches in the 
Tennessee countryside and small towns; and 3) 
to prepare for the Tennessee Historical 
Commission a Multiple Property Nomination 
that addresses the rural African-American church 
as a distinct and significant property type and to 
begin a process of nominating eligible churches 
to the National Register of Historic Places. 
Eleven churches from across the state were 
included in the first multiple property nomination 
to come from this project. 
With the completion of the project's immediate 
goals, including a survey of some 350 churches, 
the Center published, with the assistance of the 
This 1880 photograph of the teachers and students of the Lincoln 
School at Pikeville Chapel AME Zion Church is one of the most 
historic images collected by the Tennessee Rural African-American 
Church Project. Center for Historic Preservation. 
Southern Regional Office of the National Trust 
for Historic Preservation, Powerful Artifacts: A 
Guide to Surveying and Documenting Rural 
African-American Churches in the South. This 
guide, intended to serve a broad audience, begins 
with brief denominational histories of the 
primary African-American churches. Next, it 
addresses the question of what makes these 
church buildings eligible for the National 
Register. Attention is given to questions of 
integrity, date of significance, and criteria of 
eligibility in the extended discussion of property 
types and registration requirements. A visual 
survey form is included to help identify styles 
and significant features of the church and 
surrounding landscape. A representative 
bibliography of scholarship about African-
American history in general and African-
American religion in specific concludes the 
guide which includes photographs of forty eight 
Tennessee rural churches. 
One church included in both the survey and the 
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publication is Craigs Chapel African Methodist 
Episcopal (AME) Zion Church within the 
Greenback community of Loudon County. 
Individually nominated to the National Register 
of Historic Places, the simple white frame place 
of worship was built in 1896. Just three years 
later, the Craigs Chapel elementary school was 
built and served the black ch ildren of the 
community until the 1930s . The school building 
was rolled from its original location and attached 
to the church by 1940 where It cont inues to serve 
as the fellowship hall. An adjacent cemetery, in 
which two graves of pre\ ious wh ite owners of 
the land are located, was consecrated by Craigs 
Chapel when the church·s first member was laid 
to rest in 1903. 
While Craigs Chapel, the incorporated school, 
and the cemetery are a significant complex in 
their own right, they are also a part of a larger 
historical landscape that holds an abiding 
significance for African Americans and those 
who believe in basic human freedoms. In the 
early nineteenth century. the area was known for 
its abolition sentiments. Spearheaded by 
Quakers, with settlements in nearby Friendsville 
and Unitia, local tradition associates several 
places with the Underground Railroad. 
The members and friends of Craigs Chapel 
consider the Underground Railroad an integral 
part of their history and heritage. Nearby, though 
not on church property, is a large limestone cave 
that is reputed to have been a hiding place and 
passage for fugitive slaves. The anti-slavery 
activity of the Quakers and the geographical 
terrain reinforce strong oral traditions that the 
cave was used by men, women, and children as a 
hiding place and passage on the long and 
dangerous road to freedom in the north. 
The AME Zion Church was known as "The 
Freedom Church," claiming revered abolitionist 
leaders Sojourner Truth, Harriet Tubman, and 
Frederick Douglass. Following the Civil War, 
AME Zion missionaries established six churches 
in Loudon County between 1884 and 1913 . Of 
these, Craigs Chapel is the only one still in 
operation. It is indeed a "powerful artifact" 
symbolizing African-American history, culture, 
education, religion, and community. 
-Caneta Skelley Hankins 
Craigs Chapel (Loudon County) was built in 1896. This view 
clearly shows the late 19th century school that was moved from 
nearby and attached by 1940. Center for Historic Preservation. 
